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COMMERCE & CULTURE

BIG AND BAD

Floww the 8 ULF navn over andonrotrue safeey.

BY MALCOLM GLADWELL

i the summer of 1996, the Ford
Wloror C.‘LIIIIE!'.I.II_T‘ |.|r:§1.|!| ]!u.i.i.l-d.i.l‘.luI the
E;q.}mi.li.[iml,il:..:l.tw, full=gized 50V, at
the Michigan Truck Plant, in the De-
troie subarh ufWu_'r'm; The Ei:pr:rj]ﬁut'l.
was essentially the F-150 packup truck
with an extra set of doors wnd two more
rows of seats—and the fact that it was
a truck was crifical. Cars have o meet
stringent fuel-efficiency regulations.
Trucks don’t. The handling and suspen-
sion and braking of cars have to be built
to the demanding standards of drvers
and passengers. Trocks ondy have to han-
dle likee, well, tracks, Cars are built with
what is called unit-body onstruction,
To be light enough to meet fuel stan-
dards and safe enough to meet safety
standards, they have expensive and elab-
orately engineered steel skeletons, with
buile-in crumple zones to shsorb the im-
pact of a crash, Maldng a truck is a lot
moee mudimentary: You build a rectangm-
lar steel frame. The engine gess boleed to
the front. The seats ges bolted to the
middle, The body gets lowered over the
top. The result is heavy and righd and not
particularly safe. But it's an awfully in-
expensive way to build an automohbile.
Ford had planned oo sell the Expedition
for thirty-six thousand dollars, and its
bzt estimate was that it could build one
for twenty-four thousand—which, in
the auromaotive industry; is a terrifically
high profit margin. E.’.lu:-n the company
predicted, weren't going to be huge.
After all, how many Americans coubd
reasanahly be expected to pay a twelve-
thousand-dollar preminm for what was
essentially a dressad-up truck? But Foed
executives decided dhat the Expedition
wonald b a highly profirable niche prod-
et They wese half rghe. The “highly
profitable” part tuened out o be true.
Yet, almoat from the mament Ford's big
new 5.1 V.2 molled off the assembly line
m Whayne, there was nothing “niche”
ahout the ]"::l:pl"i:'!iﬁl.'ll'l.
Ford had intended to split the os-

semlyy line at the Michigan Trock Plant
between the Expedition and the Ford
F-150 piclap. But, when the first flood
of orders started coming in for the Ex-
pedition, the factory was entirely given
over to S Vs. The oeders kept mount-
ing. Assembly-line workers were put
om sixgy- and seventy-hour weeks, An-
other night shift was added. The plant
v now unming twenty-four howrs a
dy, six days 2 week. Ford executives
dhecided 1o build a heoory version of the
Expedition, the Lincoln Mavigator They
bolted a new grille on the Expedirion,
changed a few body panels, added some
sound insulation, took a deep breath,
and charged foery-five thowsand dol-
lars—and soon Navigarors were fying
out the door nearly as fast as Expedi-
tions. Before long, the Michigan Truck
Plant was the most profible of Ford's
fifty-three assembly plants, By the lae
ninetesn-nineties, it had became the
meet profitshle factory of any industry in
the world, In 1998, the Michigan Truck
Plant grossad eleven billion dollars, al-
most as much as MeDanald’s made char
year. Profits were §3.7 billion. Some fac-
tory workers, with overtime, were mak-
ing two hundred thousand dollars a
year The demand for Expeditions and
MNavigators was so insatiable thar even
when a blizzand hit the Detroit region
in Jarary of 1999—burying the city in
snow, parslyzing the iirport, and seraid-
ing hundreds of cars on the freeway—
Ford officials got on their radics and
commandeersd parts bound for ather
factories so that the Michigan Truck
Plant zssembly line wouldnt slow for a
moment. The factory that had begun
as just another assembly plant had be-
come the com 75 cronamn jewel.

In the history of the auomotre in-
dustry, few things have been quite as un-
expected as the rise of the 5.ULV. Detroir &
is @ town of engineers, and engineers 3
mme:Elnrnmarﬂ:miﬁaum:mn—g
necrion between the success of a vehicle ®



and irs technical merie, Bue the 510V
boom was like Apple's bringang back the
Macintosh, dressing it up in colosful
plastie, and suddenly crcating a new
market. Tt made mo sense to them, Con-
surners snd they liked four-wheel drive.
But the 1wl'_1'w|:|-:1|:r'|1r||f majority of con-
sumers don't need four-wheel drive,
e A buvers said they liked the ele-
ke |,|.'r'.rlr'|r|_;|:; position, But when, in
focus groups, industry marketers probed
further, they heard things that left them
rolling their eyes. As Keith Bradsher
writes in "High and Mighty"—perhaps
the most important book abour Detroit
since Balph Mader’s "Unsafe at Any
Spesd™—what consumers said was “Tf
the vehicle is up high, its casier to see

il i-.‘a-u‘:nrl‘:'_'l:ni.l:g' 14 |:'|.i|:"|:||.g undermneath or
l'J.rLr.iJ:_g behind " Bradsher 1'|r]|.'|i:.nr'.3.-'
caplures the mixture af bafflement and
contempl that TTY auto EXECUTIVES
(eel toward the customers whn bury theeir
SIIN s, Fmi]. Schaaferma, a top Enginesr
for General WMotors, savs, " Bport-utility
owners tend to be more like T wonder
hoer people view me," and ars more will-
ing to trade off flexibilin or functional-
ity to get that," According to Bradsher,
internal industry markst research con-
cluded that 5.U. V.5 tend to be bought
by people who are insscure, vain, self-
centered, and self-absorbed, who are fre-
guently nervous about Thn:lr marriages,
and whe lack confidence in their drivi g
skills. Ford's 5.1V, designers took their

The & Lf ¥ boom bappened u&ertﬂ‘r‘r-wﬁ.ﬂ’ﬂi'm’m ﬁ'ﬂﬂ'ﬂ-ﬂmﬂ:ﬂ.ﬂs 08 P i,

cues from seeing “fashicmably dressed
women wearing hiking boots or even
work boots while walking through ex-
pl:nm': malls,” Toyotas top marketing
executive In the United States, Bradsher
writes, loves to tell the story of how at
a focus group in Los Angeles “an ele-
gant woman in the group said that she
needed her full-sized Lexus LK 470 6o
drive up over the curb and onto lawns o
park at large parties in Beverly Hills™
Ohne of Ford’s senior marketing ewcu-
tives was even blunter: “The only time
those 5.00.V.s are going to be off-road is
when they miss the driveway at 3 A"

The trudy, underneath all the ration-
alizations, seemed to be that STV, buy-
=i [h'I.ILlE]'.Il' of big, J.'lrl'.l'-'_:.' welicles as
safe: I:[‘:r:_:r' found comfort in lH:i:lg suT-
rounded by s0 much cubiber amd steel,
To the engineess, of course, tar didnt
make any sense, either: if consumers re-
ally wanted something that was big and
heavy and comforting, they ought tobuy
minivans, simce minivansg, with their
unit-body construcsion, do much better
in accidenms than 5.U.Vs, (In a thirgy-
five-m.p.h. crash test, for instance, the
driver of a Cadillac Escalade—the
G, counrerpart o the Lineoln Navi-
gator—has a sivteen-per-cent chance of
a life-threatening head injury, a twenty-
per-cent chance of a life-threatening
chest injury, and a thirty-five-per-cent
chance of a leg mjury. The same num-
bers in a Ford Windstar mingvan—a ve-
hicle emginesred from the ground ap, as
opposed to smply being bolted onto 4
packup-truck frame—are, rspectvely,
twio per cent, four per cenr, and one per
cent.) Bur chis desire for safety wasn't
a rational caleulation. It was a_feefing.
Crver the past decade, a number of major
autoenakers in Amerca have relied on
the services of a French-bom cubtural
anthropologist, G, Clotaire Rapaille,
whose speciality ® petting beyond the
rational—what he calls “corex"—im-
pressxons of consumers and tappang into
their deeper, "reptilian” responses. And
what Ragaille concloded from count-
lesss, intensive sessions with car buyers
was that when S ULV, buyers thoughe
gbout safety they werne thinking about
something that reached into their deep-
est unconscious. “The Mo, 1 feeling is
that everything surrounding you should
be round and soft, and should give,” Ra-
paille told me. “There should be air bags
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“Dhamn, I think  ate Plan B."

everywhere. Then there's this notion
that you need to be up high, That's &
contradiction, becawse the people who
buy these 5.U0.V.s know at the costex
lewel thar if you are high there is mone
chance of a rollover. But at the reptilian
level they think that if 1 am bigger and
taller I'm safer, You feel scoure because
you are higher and deminate and Jook
down, That you can leok down is psy-
chologically a very powerful notion. And
wihar was the key clement of safetywhen
you were a chibdr Ttwas that your mother
fed you, and chere was warm liquid.
Thats why cupholders are absolutely
erucial for safety. If there is a car that has
no cupholdes, it is not safe, If T can pur
vy coffiee there, if Tcan have my food, if
everything is round, if it’s soft, and if I'm
high, then I feel safe. 1t's amazing that
intelligent, educated women will look at
a car and the first thing they will look at
is how many cupholders it has.” During
the design of Chryslers T Crutser,ons
af the things Rapaille learned was that
ciut bunyers belt unsafe when they thought
that an outsider could easily see mside
their vehicles. So Chrysler made the
back window of the T Cruiser smaller
Of course, making windows smaller—
anmd thereby reducing visibility—malkes
diriving meare dangerous, not less so. But
that's the puzzle of whar has happened
to the automobile world: fecling safe has
become more important than acoually
being safe.

Om: day dhis fall, 1 visited the auto-
mobile-testing center of Consum-
ers Union, the organization that pub-
lishes Coagerser RE_'}IE.':"J. It 15 tucked
away in the woods, in south-central

- u ] THE SEW TORREH, Larianiy [2, 2004

Comnecticut, on the site of the old Con-
necticut Speadway. The facility has two
sdad pads t mensure cornering, a long
strughtaway for braking tests, 2 mean-
dering “handling” course thar winds
around the back sade of the track, and an
neradent-avosdance obstacle course made
out af arow of orange cones. It iz headed
by a trim, white-haired Englishman
narned Dinad Champeon, who previoushy
worked ns an engineer with Land Rover
arcl with Missan. On the day of my vasit,
Chumpion set asude two vehicles: a silver
2003 Chevrolet TrailBlazer—an enor-
TS Evu-Mﬂuamd-puund SN —
and a shany blue two-seater Porache Box-
ster convertble,

We started with the TralBlazer.
Champion warmed up the Chevrolet
with & few 1|'Ltil:1§. creuits of the tﬂid{,
and then drove it hard through the twists
and tums of the handling course. He
sat in the bucket seat with his back
straight and his arms almost fully ex
tended, and drove with practiced grace:
every movement smooth and relaved
and unhurried. Champion, as an engi-
neer, did not much like the TriBlazer
“Cheap interior, cheap plastic,” he sud,
batting the dashboard with his hand.
“1t’s alittle bit hesvy, cumbersome. Chuset
Bit wallowy, side to side. Doesnt feel
that secure. Accelerates heavily. Onee it
gets going, it's got decent power, Brakes
feel & bit spongy.” He nurned onto the
straighutavsy and stopped a few hundred
yards from the obstacle course,

Measuring accident mvoidance 15 4
ke part of the Consumers Union eval-
uation. It’s a simple setup, The driver
has to navigate his vehicle through two
rows of cones cight feet wide and sxey

feet long. Then he has to steer hard to
the left, guiding the wehicle through a
gare set off to the side, and immediately
swerve hard bacle to the right, and enter
asecond sixry-foot cormidor of cones that
are parallel to the first set. The idea is to
seg huowr fast you can drive through the
eourse without knocking over any cones.
“It's Like you're driving dewn 2 road in
suburbia,” Champion sid, “Suddenty,
a kid on a bicyele veers out in front of
you. You have 1o do whatever it takes
to avoid the ldd, But theres a tractor-
traider cotning toward you in the other
lane, so pou've pot o swing back nto
your own lane as r[u.irﬂ-r.lj.l' a8 possible,
That’s the scenaria,”

Chnm];ﬁml. anc | put on helmets, He
aocelerated foward the entrance to the
obstacls course, * We do the test withoue
brakes or throttle, sowe can just look at
handling,” Champion said. "1 actuslly
take my foot right off the pedals.” The
Car wae now moving at forty m.ph, At
that speed, on the smooth mrmac of the
raceway; the TrailBlazsr was very quiet,
and we were seated so high that the roud
seemed somehow emote, Champion
entered the first row of cones, His arms
tensed, He jerked the car to the left. The
TrailBlazer’s tires squealed, Lwas theoem
toward the pasenger-side door as the
truck’s body rolled, then dhrown toward
Chempion as he jerked the Trail Blazer
back to the right. My tape recorder went
slttering across the cabin. The whole
raneuves had taken no more than & few
seeonds, bus it felt =5 i we had been sail-
ing inte & squall. Champion browghe the
car 1o & stop. We both locked back: the
TrailBlazer had hit the cone at the gate,
The lid on the bicycle was probably
dead. Champion shook his head, "Its
very rubbery: It slides a lot. I'm not gee-
ting much eommunication back from the
steering wheel, It feels really ponderous,
chumnsy. I felea little bit of mal swing,”

I drove the chetacle course net. 1
started at the conservative speed of thirgy-
fve mph. I got through cleanly. | eried
agrain, this time at thirty-eight m.ph.,
and thar =mall increment of speed made
a drarnaric difference. I made the first [eft,
avoicding the kid on the bicycle. But, when
it came time to swerve baclk to avoid
the hypothetical oncoming eighteen-
wheeler, T found that T was wrestling
with the car. The protests of the tes

were jarring. [ stopped, shalen, "1t wasnt



going where you wanted it to go, was itf"
Champion said, "Did you feel the weight
pulling you sideways? That's what the
extra weight that 5.0, Vs have tends 10
do. It pulls you in the wrong direction.”
Behind us was a string of toppled cones.
Getting the TrailBlazer to travel in a
straight line, after that sudden diversion,
hadnt been easy. “T think you took ot
a few poedestrians,” Champion said with
a faint smile.

MNext up was the Bowter, The top
was down. The sun was warm on my
torehead. The car was bow to the ground;
1 had dve senee that if [ dangled my arm
out the window my knuckles would
scrape on the tarmac. Standing stll, the
Bromter didnt feel safe: | eould huve been
gitting in a go-cart. But when | mn ot
through the handling course | felr that |
wsg in perfect control. On the straght-
awary, | steadsed the Boxster at forty-five
mpuh., and ran it through the obstacle
m.lmﬂ:l}mmh%mdum:pqm
my fenee. At EFI.‘:( m.ph., 1 nu.'l."igu.h:rl the
left and right turms with what sserned
Likee a twiteh of the steering whesl. The
tires didn't squeal. The car stayed level, [
pushed the Porsche up into the mid-
fifties. Every cone was untouched, “Wallk
in the park!" Champion exclaimed aswe
pulled to a stop.

Most of us think that 5.U.V.s arc
enuch safer than sports cars, If you asked
the FOUNE parents of America whether
they would rither strap their infant
child in the back s=at of the TmilBlazer
or the passenger seat of the Boxster,
they would choose the TrailBlszer, We
feel that way becase in the TmilBlazer
ar du.nl:.ﬁ IJF H.I-T‘-'.-r'ii.l'lﬁj il I:IJ-I]jE-:-IEII:I.‘H'L&I.
a hypothetical tractor-trailer in the other
lane are preater than they are in the
Porsche. What we forget, though, is
that in the TrailBlazer you're also much
mare liledy to hit the tractor-trailer be-
canse you ca't get out of the way in
time, In the Pnr]m..: of the auromobile
world, the TruilBlazer is better at “pas-
sive safety,” The Boxster is better when
1t comes to “acave safety, which is every
bit as important.

Consider the set of safrty stisties
compiled by Tom Wenzel, a scientist at
Laverence Berkeley National Laboratory,
i Califomia, and Marc Ross, a physicist
at the University of Michigan. The
numbers are expressed in fatalites per
smillion cuss, both for drivers of particular

models Like the Ford Explorer or the
GMC Jimmy. In a head-on crash, an
Exalorer cr a Suburban would crush a

road, forty Awvalon driversdieincaracc-  Jetta or i Carnry. But, elearly, the driv-

models and for the drvers of the cam
they hit. (For example, in the first case,
for every million Toyota Avalons on the
dents every year, and taenty people die in
accidents involving Toyota Avalons.)
The numbers belew have been sounded:
Pulakos 7 Mol Typ= Dxiver Ciher  Taial
Daita  Dexin
Tirporia Avalen b= #l 2 £l
Chrples
Terem B Coeniry  mininan H k- 67
Tirmta Caminy T 4 o B!
Volbewges jetia. mehomp 47 | il
Fard Windatar mirivan 7 i T2
Missan Mmdmz mid-size 5 F. ] b
Blondh Aeooed mid-size 54 ECRNR -
Cheveole Vintare - minban i1 B
Buik Cenzary  mid-size 1 EA R
Sahary
LegaoyChutbeck  compact [ k| iH
Mimda 626 Compect i1 n W
Chevwobn Wby - misdziza i1 M 108
Charmob
Sulwurten o 48 9 108
Jep
GrandChesker BRIV a1 LE ]
Harda Civic sitcompaer B EL T
TovomComls  mitcompanr 41 w10
Ford Expedinion BALW o 7 o1m2
CMC Timmy GRS L EL I I
Froerl Taunes -5 4 L
Mimn Aldma LT T2 LR K
Memryhanpk  kige il 14§ 13
Memn Benem wheampeasr 95 = I
Toyern ABuneer  SI0N L= 41 117
Chomler Tabee  RILW ] FC I L
DodgeSminis mids=e 100 40 10
Lizeoln Trum Car  farge w47 T
Ferd Fsploes AR B T T
Pomiee Cand Am corepac: 1E 3 157
Topon Taeoena ezl 111 5 I71
Cherveder Cosfier ssheosspar 146 41 I56
Diedge Meaon sebampas 151 ¥ 139
Fontae Sunfe sebeospax 158 44 20
Fod F-Beres pickup 10 1E 16
Are the best performers the higgest

and heaviest vehicles on the road? Mot
at all. Among the safest cars are the
midaize imperes, like the Toyota Camry
and the Honda Accord. Or consider
the extracedinary performance af some
subcompacts, bike the Vollawagen Jetta,
Drrivers of the tiny Jetta die at a rate of
just forty-seven per million, which is in
the same range as drivers of the five-
thousand-pound Chevrelet Suburban
and almost half that of popular 517V

grg of Li.n‘.lr‘:,m aned Jettus are finding g
way o avedd head-on crashes with Ex-
plorers and Suburbans, The benefits of
being nimble—of b:ingin an automo-
bile that's capable urm}'jng gutaf trou-
ble—are in many cases greater than the
benefits of being big,

| had another lesson in active safety
at the test track when [ got in the Trail-
Blazer with another Consumers Union
engineer, and we did thres emergency-
stopping tests, taking the Chevrolet
up to sooy mup.h. and then slamming
on the brakes. It was not a pleasant ex-
ercise, Bringing five thousand pmmdﬂ
of rubber and steel to a sudden stop 1n-
volves lots of lurching, s and
protesting. The first time, the Tral-
Blazer took 146.2 feer fo come to a halr,
the second time 151.6 feet, and che
third time 153.4 feet. The Boxster can
come to a complete stop from siaty
m.p.h. in shout 124 feer. That’s a dif-
ference of about two car lengths, and
it isn't hard to imagine any number of
soenarios where two car lengths eould
mean the difference between life and
death.

e 5.U.V. boom represents, then, a
ghift in howwe concerve of safety—
from active to passive. Ic's what hap-
pens when a larger number of drivers
conchide, consciously or otherwise, thar
the extra tharty feer that the TrailBlazer
taloes to come to a stop don't really mat-
ter, that the tractos-trailes will hit them
anyway, and that they are better off
treating accidents as inevitable rather
ﬂ:ana'.rmd:lblc “The metric that peaple
use s size,” says Stephen Popiel, a vice-
pmmdmtﬂFhﬂﬂurdEmf‘ﬂdE’mh
in Toronto, one of the leading automao-
tive market-reacarch firrms, “The big-
ger something is, the safer it is. In the
comsumer's mind, the basic equation is,
If T were to take thas vehicle and drive
it into s brick waIL thee Tore mictal
there is in front of me the better off
I'l be?*

This iz a new Evl‘.‘]l‘:.t, and one ',zrgl:h'
confined o Morth Amerea In [':1'.TIJ]J|:
HJ‘u:Hu.]:lu.l:l,]:u.'n[ll.u think of 2 safe car as 2
nimble car That's WY I."]'.|r:_'|.' tuild cuars
like |:E:|:]1.-|:'.: and the Ea.m:lj.', which are
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designed to carry cat the driver's wishes
as directly and efficiently as possible. In
the Jetta, the eagine is clearly audible.
The steering is light and precise. The
birakes are crisp, The wheelbase is short
erough that the car picks up the undu-
lations of the road. The car is so small
arul close to the ground, and so dwarfed
by other cars on the road, that an intel-
ligent driver i constantly reminded of
the necesity of driving safely and de-
fensively. An 5.1V, embodies the op-
posite Jogic, The driver is seated as high
and far fromn the soad as possible. The
vehicle i designed to overcome its emvi-
ronment, not w respond to it Fren
four-wheel drive, seemingly the most
beneficial feamre of the 5.1V, serves
o menforee this iselation. f].ﬂ.‘l."i.l'.lg' the
engine provide power to all four wheels,
gafety sperts point out, does nothing to
Emprove braking, although many 3.0V
owmners erroneously believe this to be
the case, Nor does the feature necessar-
ily make it safier to urn acros a slippery
surface: that is largely a function of how
much friction & generated by the vehi-
cle's dres. All it really does is improve
what #ngineers call tracking—that is,
the shility to accelerare without shipping
in perilous conditions ar in deep snow
or mud. Champion says that one of the
pecasions when he came closest to death
was a snowy day, many years ago, just
after he had beught 2 new Bangs Rover.
“Everyone around me was slipping, and
Lwas thinking, Yeabbé, And I came toa
stop sign on @ major road, znd I was
driving probably ewice as fass as I shoald

have been, because [ could. T had trac-
tion. But 1 also weighed probably taice
as much as most cars. And I stfl had
anly four brakes and four tires on the
road. I slid right across a four-lane
road.” Four-wheel drive robs the driver
of feedback. "The car driver whose
wheels spin onee or twice while backing
ot of the driveway knows that the read
is slippery,” Bradsher writes. “The 5UTV
driver who navigates the driveway wnd
street without difficulty until she tries
to heake may not find out that the road
is slippery until it is too late,” Jettas ane
safe becase they make their drivers feel
unsafe, 5.10,V.s are unsafe because they
mnke their drivess feel safe. Thar feel-
ing of safety ian't the solution; it’s the
proflem,

P::]'l;npu the most troublesome aspect
of 5.1V, culture is it actitude -
ward risk. “Safery, for most automotive
ConsumeErs, has to dowith the notion that
they aren't in complete control,” Popicl
says. "Thers are unexpected events that
at any moment in tme can come our and
irnpact thenr—an oil parch up ahead, an
cightezn-whesler turming over, some-
thing falling deown. People feel that the
elements of the world out of their con-
trol are the ones that are going to cavse
them distress.”

Of course, those things seally aren't
outside o drver’s contral: 20 alest deiver,
in the right kind of vehicle, can navigate
the oil patch, aveoncl ehe truck, and swerve
around the thing that's falling dowm.
Truffic-famlity rates vary strongly with

HArd this i5 @ crosewerd pucle T working on.”

driver hehavior Dinunles are 7.6 fimes
miore Hloely to die in accidesits than non-
drinkers. le who wear their seat
belts are almost half 2= Lkely to die as
these who don't buckle up. Forty-year-
obds are ten times less likely to et into
acesdenss than sirteen-year-olds, Divers
of minivans, Wenzel and Rosss statstics
tell us, die at a fraction of the rate of
drivers of piclup trucks, That's clearly
because minivans are family cars, and
parents with children in the back seat are
less likely to get into accidents, Frink
MecKenna, a safety epert at the Univer-
sity of Reading, in England, has done
expernnents where he shows dovers a
series of videotaped scenarios—a child
runming out the front deor of his house
and onto the street, for example, or 8 car
approaching an intersection at too great
a speed to stop at the red light—and
asks people to press a button the minte
they become aware of the potential for
an accident. Experienced drivers press
the button between half a second and a
second fuster fwan new deivers, which,
given that car accidents ase events meas-
ured in milliseconds, 15 & significant dif-
ferenee, MeKenna's worle shows thar,
with experience, we all leam how to exert
some degres of control over whar might
otherwise appear 1o be uncontrollabhls
events. Any conception of safety that re-
volves entirely around the wehicle, then,
is incomplete. Is the Boxater safer than
the Trail Blazer? It depends on whe's be-
hind the wheel. In the hands of, say, my
very respectable and prodent middle-
aged mother, the Baxster is by far the
safer car, In my hands, it probably isn®.
On the open road, my reaction to the
Porsche’s extrordinary road manners
and the sweet, irresstible wail of 165 en-
gine would be to drive much faster than
1 should. (At the end of my dayat Con-
sumers Union, I parked the Boxster, and
immediately got into oy cwn car to drive
home. In my mind, T was atill at the wheel
of the Boester. Within twenty minutes,
I had a two-hundred-and-seventy-one-
dellar speeding ficket.) The troubls with
the 5.V, ascendancy is that it excludes
the really critical compenent of safety:
the driver

In psychology, there is a concept
called learned helplessness, which arose
from a series of animal experiments
in the ninetesn-sixties ar the University
of Pennsyhania, [Dogs were restrained



by 0 harness, so that they couldn't move,
and then repeatedly subjected to 2 series
of electrical shocks, Then the same dogs
ware ghocled again, only this time they
coaled eagly escape by jumnping over o
lowwr hurdle, Bue most of them didn't;
they just nxldled in the corner, no onger
believing that thers was anything they
eould do to influsnce their own fate,
Leamed helplessness 15 now thought to
play a rols in such phenomena as depres-
ston and the failure of bartered women
to leave their husbands, but one could
easily apply it more widely, We live in
an age, after all, that is strangely fomted
on the idea of helplesness: we're fasa-
nated by hurricanes and terrorist acts
and epidemics like SARS—situations in
which we feel powerless to affect our
owmn destiny: In fact, the risks posed o
life and limb by forces outside cur con-
trol arc dwarfed by the factors we can
control. Chur foation with helpleseness
distarts our perceptions of nsk “When
you feel safe, you can be pasive,” Ra-
paille says of the fandamental appeal of
the 5.1.Y. “Safe means I can sleep. I can
give up control. I can relme T can take off
my shoea. I can [sten to music.” For
years, we've all made fun of the middle-
aged man whe suddenty trades in has se-
date family sedan for a shiny red sports
car. That's called a midlife crisis. But at
lenst it invalves some degree of engage-
ment with the act of driving. The man
who givea up his sedaze farily sedan for
an 5.1V, is saying something far more
troubls he finds the demands
of the road to be overwhelming, Is act-

g out really worss than giving up?

n Aunguse 9, 2000, the Bridgestone

Firestone tire convparny annoinsed
one of the largest produce recalls in
American lustory. Because of mount-
ing concerns about safety, the company
said, it was replacing some fourreen
mullion tires that had been used prima-
rily on the Ford Explorer 5.11.¥. The
coft of the recall—and of a follow-up
replacement program matiated by Ford
a year later—ran into billions of dollars.
Millions more wese spent by both com-
pames on fighting and settling luwsuirs
from Explores ewners, who alleged that
their tires had come apart and cansed
their 3.10.V.s to roll over. In the fall of
that year, seniar exccutives from bath
companics were called to Capitol Hill,

where they were publicly berated, It
was the biggest scanchal to hit the auto-
mobile industoy in vears, It was also
eme of the strangest. According to fed-
eral records, the number of fRtalities re-
sulting from the failure of & Firestons
tirt on & Ford Explorer 5.ULY,, a5 of
September, 2001, was two hundred
and seventy-one. That sounds like a
Iot, until you remember that the total
mumber of tires ;upplied by Firestons
to the Explorer from the moment the
8.1V, was introduced by Ford, in 1990,
was fourteen million, and that the aver-
age life span of a tire is forty-five thou-
gand mibes. The allegation against Fire-
gtone amounts to the claim that its tires
failed, with fatal results, owo hundred
gnd seventy-one times in the course of

gix hundred and thirty ballion vehicle
miles. Manufacteress naually win prizes
for failuse pates that lew: It's alss woeth
remembering that during that same ten-
year span almost half a million Ameri-
cans died in eeffic accidents, Ia other
words, during the ninetesn-rineties bun-
dreds of thousands of people were killed
on the roads becausa they drove too
fast or ran red lights or drank oo much.
And, of these, a fair propartion mvalved
people in 5.11.V.s who were lulled by
their four-whee! drive into driving reck-
lessly on alick roads, who drove ag-
gressively because they felt imulnera- |
hle, wheo disproportionately killed those |
they hit because they chose to drive |
cevchs with inflexible steel-frame archi- I
tecture, and who crashed becnse they |
coaldn® |:r|.']ng' ﬂ'll‘:i'rﬁl.-'l:—ﬂ'.t_mnnl;l—pqnnrl
vehicles to a halt in ame Yet, out of all
thoae fatalitics, r:gl.l:'lu.h;_n':, the legal pro-
feasion, Congress, and the media chose
to highlight the .0005 per cen: that
coukd be Bnked o an alleged defect in
the vehicle,

But should that come as 3 surprisc?
In the age of the 5.V, this is whar
people worry about when they worry
ibout safety—not risks, however com-
romplace, invelvang their own behmaor
but risks, however rare, iInvolving some
unexpected cvent, The Exploner was big
and imposing, It was high above the
ground, You could look down on other
drivers, You could see if someone was
lurking behind or beneath it, You could
drrves 1t up on someons’s lown with 1m-
purity, Dhidn’t 1t seem like the safest ve-
hicle in the world? +

THE ME% NER, JAragy (2 200



